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Seventy military captives held by the Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia (FARC) sixty
of them since Aug. 30, 1996 were finally released on June 15, following lengthy negotiations (see
NotiSur, 01/24/97 and 05/09/97). In the jungle town of Cartagena del Chaira, 400 km south of Bogota,
the FARC formally handed over the 60 Colombian army troops and 10 members of the navy. The
release ended 289 days of captivity for the soldiers and almost five months for the marines, who
were captured in two different rebel offensives. The prisoners were turned over to their relatives
and representatives of the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) by Commander
"Joaquin Gomez," head of FARC's Southern Bloc.
The FARC released the soldiers under a fixed time frame negotiated with representatives from the
government and from the Comision de Conciliacion Nacional. Under the terms of the agreement,
the army remained completely outside a 13,161 sq km area in Caguan, in the southern department of
Caqueta, from May 23 until June 24. "The turnover shows that peace is possible," said Luis Augusto
Castro, bishop of San Vicente del Caguan. Castro held secret talks with FARC rebels, which paved
the way for the agreement allowing the guerrillas to turn over the hostages (see NotiSur, 07-04-1997).
The day after the release, the rebels and the government exchanged calls for comprehensive peace
negotiations to end the country's 40-year conflict. Colombian President Ernesto Samper said his
government was willing "to open a new door for peace," pointing out that the release of the soldiers
was a positive step.
Meanwhile, the FARC's top leader, Manuel "Tirofijo" Marulanda Velez regarded as one of the
oldest rebels in the world proposed a meeting "to analyze and discuss the basis for a national
peace policy." Marulanda Velez said, however, that such a meeting would be possible only if the
government made certain concessions, including the demilitarization of an as-yet-undefined area,
the repeal of regional state-of-emergency statutes that give the armed forces expanded powers, the
decriminalization of popular protests, the disarming of rural patrols, and "democratic changes to the
structure of the state and the political regime."
On June 24, Samper announced the creation of an exploratory mission that will hold talks with
armed groups to define the terms and conditions for a peace negotiation. "It is an exploratory
mission and the results will determine whether we go ahead," Samper said in his radio and
television address. By June 29, however, media reports in Colombia said that some rebel leaders
were again insisting they would not negotiate with a "corrupt and illegitimate" government.
(Sources: Inter Press Service, 06/16/97; Notimex, 06/23/97; Agence France-Presse, 06/15/97, 06/24/97;
Spanish news service EFE, 06/16/97, 06/24/97).
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